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At the Intersection of the Past and Present: History and Historical 




This essay examines the intersection of the past and present in urban 
landscapes through a methodological inquiry of historical practice at street 
corners in Osaka, Japan. In the first half of the twentieth century, the rise 
and fall of the Japanese empire facilitated the transnational movement of 
people from in and outside of its overseas territories. The city of Osaka, one 
of the major industrial centers in modern Japan, attracted a large force of 
common laborers from the outskirts of the empire. After the collapse of the 
empire, part of these laborers settled down in the city, maintaining their 
ethnic and other ties with their hometowns and thus making the city as 
a hub of their transnational networks. The long-lasting influx of various 
groups of people with diverse backgrounds gradually eroded the cityscapes 
of Osaka, continuously shaping and reshaping the social structure of the 
city up to the present time. The urban landscapes of Osaka have hence 
come to represent the cultural hybridity with multiple historical layers of 
ethnic and other minority groups. 
Drawing upon experimental fieldwork conducted in the port districts 
of Osaka in 2018, this essay inquires into the ways in which these multiple 
layers of the historical past could exert influence over the present percep-
tion of the urban landscapes. The multicultural past sets the basic contours 
of urban space at the structural level. With ostentatious signs of ethnic en-
claves, ethnic tourism has developed in some areas. But past experiences of 
these minority groups, especially their struggles with economic exploitation 
and racial discrimination, have often become invisible in the cityscapes. 
Massive waves of urban renewal erased the traces of the past at various 
localities in the post Second World War era. In the absence of visible trac-
es of the past in the current landscapes, historical records and documents 
could provide critical clues to restore past memories in the present percep-
tion. By focusing on the interfusion of memory and perception through the 
use of historical sources, this essay illustrates the genesis of new reality at 
the intersection of the past and present.
